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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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The Mad Fokker struck again.




Greatheart Silver had no idea that he’d soon be meeting the Mad Fokker. He knew about him, of course. The world had been hearing for six months about him and the gang that had been terrorizing the Southwest and California. Banks and loan offices were robbed, plutocrats kidnapped, dirigibles pirated, oil storage tanks drained, radioactive materials ripped off, army arsenals looted, and extortion practiced on a grand scale.


The Blimp Gang, as it was called, had some members who seemed to be scientists gone wrong. The cotton growers of the Southwest had parted with six million dollars because of the so-called Brain Trust of the Blimp Gang. The trust had developed a mutant, an insecticide-proof boll weevil which would be loosed unless six million dollars were chuted into a wild area in the Superstition Mountains. Government scientists had tested the boll weevils the gang had provided as proof of its boast. Sure enough. The weevils thrived on the most potent of poisons. The scientists advised that the money be paid. A few days later, the scientists had red faces. And most of them had no jobs. Though immune to insecticides, the mutations died soon after their first meal of boll. Otherwise, they were perfect.


The world, excepting the cotton growers, laughed. “Blimp” Kernel, head of the gang, undoubtedly laughed. His most famous aide, the Mad Fokker, must have laughed, too. But then he was always laughing. His high-pitched cachinnations terrified his victims as he robbed them, and they floated down to the pursuing police as he flew off in his tiny three-winged airplane.


The Fokker was mad. Everybody agreed on that. Who but a crazy man would land on a city street (after clearing it with a few bursts from his machine guns), run into a bank, rob it, and fly away at rooftop level? Who else would shoot up state police cars and helicopters just for sport?


Another great coup was the London Bridge Extortion Plot. The Mad Fokker put a note in a paper sack of horse manure, then dropped it on the head of the chief of police of Phoenix, Arizona. The note was cleaned and then read. It stated that the historical monument over Lake Havasu would be bombed unless two million dollars was paid. The authorities told the Blimp Gang to go to hell. Not a cent would be paid. Anti-aircraft guns and radar equipment were installed at London Bridge. Air National Guard planes were alerted to fly at a moment’s notice. A regiment of National Guard, armed with heat-detecting missiles, was added. Come ahead, the authorities said.


Two weeks passed; nothing happened. The third week, during a rainstorm, the Mad Fokker attacked. He came in just above the lake surface, thus evading radar detection. Just before he reached the bridge, he zoomed up and over it, dropped a package, and fled, zigzagging, a few inches from the water. The package opened up like a great white flower and burned, doing little damage. But the heat-detecting missiles, launched to catch the triplane, headed instead for the heap of thermite on the bridge. Moths to the flame. London Bridge flew apart, up, and then down.


The following day the Mad Fokker dropped another note in a paper sack, weighted with cattle manure this time, splattering the governor as he walked down the steps of the capitol building.


“NEXT TIME, PAY UP. NO BULL.”


Greatheart Silver was thinking of this and laughing to himself. He was standing in the bridge of the AZ-8, midway through the second dogwatch. Before him Steersman Chesters sat in a chair in front of a control console. The steersman was smoking a cigarette and monitoring gauges, dials, and instruments, though he was not actually steering the great zeppelin. This was usually done by a computer, which also operated just about everything on board. Beyond the control console was the curving window of the bridge. This was not in a control gondola which hung below the fore, as in the old-type dirigibles. It was set within the hull, below the nose.


Ahead and below was the Arizona night. In a short time the lights of the Phoenix area would be seen. The zeppelin was already in its downward path toward the hangar. The air was clear and relatively still. The roar of the starboard and port motors was muted here; the loudest sound was the steersman humming to himself. Radar had reported that there was a storm forty miles to the north, but the airship would be in its hangar before the storm reached the Valley of the Sun.


The dirigible of the Acme Zeppelin Company bored through the night, carrying passengers and freight in no hurry to arrive at their destination. The atomic pile in its lead casing squatted within the center of the ship, silently issuing heat which was converted to electrical light and power.


Mr. Greatheart Silver, first mate of the AZ-8, was content, perhaps even happy. He had wanted to be a gasbagger ever since he had taken an overseas trip in one. He’d been ten at the time, and now he was thirty. In a few years, he would be eligible to pin on a captain’s bars.


It hadn’t been easy. His parents had died when he was seventeen, and he had had to get a football scholarship to put himself through college. On graduating, he had turned down offers to play professional football and had entered the officers’ academy of the Acme Zeppelin Company at Freidrichshafen, West Germany. At the end of three years he had gotten his third mate’s papers. Now, six years later, he was one step—a long one, true—from captain.


At the moment, he was thinking of home. This was a small and expensive apartment in the Great Hohokam Tower. His fiancée, Ms. Lassie Graves, with whom he shared the apartment, was probably feeding his birds right now. Then she would fix dinner for him, and they’d go to bed early. He had to rise at six A.M. (civilian time) to get to the AZ-8 at seven, an hour before take-off for the Pasadena port.


He visioned with pleasure his fiancée, a tall lovely blonde, bustling around the apartment. She might even dust off the big oil portrait of his great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather. This had been done by John Singleton Copley in 1772 and was, aside from its sentimental value, worth six hundred thousand dollars on the market. It showed a big old man with a large head, broad face, and white wig, clad in the velvets and lace of the period. The face was lined but merry and did not look at all like a buccaneer’s. Yet the family tradition was that he had been a pirate who had escaped from a vessel taking him to England for trial and an inevitable hanging. He’d shown up in New York with a bagful of guineas (doubtless stolen), and in a short time had become rich. The source of his wealth was reputed to be smuggling. He had added to it by marrying a young widow of an affluent Hudson River patroon. During the Revolution, he had become very wealthy through smuggling, which was at that time approved by the American authorities.


Along the wall were a dozen other paintings and blowups of photographs. One was of Thomas Jefferson, an even more distinguished ancestor of Greatheart. His descent from him had been through Sally Hemings, the quadroon mistress of Jefferson and half-sister of Jefferson’s deceased wife.


Next to the president was Greatheart’s great-great-great-grandfather, the Sioux warrior, Crazy Horse.


Near it was a photograph of his grandfather, a famous gunfighter of the Old West. The picture, taken when he was in his thirties, showed a handsome man with black hair distinguished by a tip of gray, like a tiny horn, just above each temple.


Greatheart was satisfied that he had let none of his forebears down. He might not be a pirate who’d terrorized the Spanish Main or a president of the highest distinction or the greatest tactician of the Sioux nation or a saddle tramp with the fastest draw in the Old West, but he had done all right. He was close to attaining his own goals, and his profession had a certain glamor to it.


Greatheart turned around, and his contentment gushed out of him like water from a ballast sack. By the entrance stood a semi-transparent figure.


It was a middle-aged man with a red-and-white striped jersey, crimson velvet pantaloons, one huge silver-buckled shoe, and brown hair, bound in a pig-tail. He was leaning on a crutch to compensate for a missing left leg. A large green parrot sat on his shoulder and screamed silent obscenities.


The figure jerked a thumb at the entrance, drew a finger across its throat, and faded away.


Greatheart had seen such apparitions before. Sometimes, it was John Silver. Other times, it was his Indian grandmother or Crazy Horse or his grandfather, Silverhorns Silver, or Sally Hemings. He didn’t know why Thomas Jefferson never appeared. At first, when he’d thought that the figures were ghosts, he’d supposed that the president was too busy, wherever he was, to make an appearance. He’d transmitted his warnings via Sally, who was used to doing all the menial labor anyway.


Later, he’d figured out that they could not be ghosts. For one thing, his grandmother was still living. They were actually symbols projected by his unconscious mind. He had some kind of psychic sense which told him when a situation was going to change for the worse. His conscious mind didn’t detect the danger, but his unconscious did, and it used the figures of his ancestors to alert him.


He whirled around just in time to see a light on the console begin flashing red and to hear a buzzing issue from beside the light.


“The skyhook!” he said to Chesters. “Why’s it being let down?”


“I don’t know, sir,” Chesters said. “There’s a UO on the screen, too.” He indicated with a nod the blip that had appeared.


“Put it on DIST,” Silver said. He strode to the console, flicked a switch, and said, “Skyhook room! What’s going on?”


There was no answer. Chesters said, “It’s a small airplane, sir. It must have come from beyond that mountain there. It’s climbing toward us.”


“Magnify,” Silver said. On another screen the blip became a small single-seater aircraft with three sets of wings.


“The Mad Fokker!” Chesters said.


Silver did not say so, but he knew why old John Silver had appeared, why the skyhook room had not answered, why the hook was being lowered. The piracy of the AZ-10 and AZ-15 had started like this: Passengers who were members of the Blimp Gang had seized key points, the skyhook was let down, the Fokker’s plane was fastened to the sky hook via the temporary hook-rig on it and the Fokker was drawn up into the ship, the crew was tied up, and the passengers’ money and valuables were taken, along with the most desirable cargo. The AZ-10 had been landed first, but the AZ-15 was unloaded while aloft.


Three men, masked and holding automatic pistols, entered the bridge.


Two minutes later, Chesters and Silver were bound to chairs, taped so tightly they looked like mummies. Their mouths and eyes were also covered, but they had the use of their ears. Silver forced himself to repress the rage that sent the blood thumping through his head and drowned out all sounds but that of his frustration. The voices of the pirates were those of old men and, yes, one sounded just like the recording of “Blimp” Kernel.


Knowing this helped nothing. There had been no doubt about the identity of the gang.


Suddenly, a maniacal laugh burst in his ear. Then he cried out as the tape was ripped from his eyes. Before him stood a man of middle height, masked, wearing the helmet and goggles and uniform of a World War I AEF flying officer. His hands were gnarled, blotched with liver spots, and bulging with huge blue veins. Behind the goggles were thick spectacles, and behind them were two large watery gray eyes.


“Zo, schweinhund!” the man yelled in a brittle voice. “Traitor! You work for the Huns; you fly your gottverdamt Luftschiff over the U.S. of A., hah!”


His right hand slapped Silver across the cheek. Tears of rage trickled down Silver’s high cheekbones, but he did not reply. The officers of the other zeppelins had been slapped and insulted by the madman, and the more they talked back the more they had been struck.


“I spent my youth serving my country as no one else served, and what did I get for it? Suppression of my identity, no public notice, private neglect, and then the bastards were so secretive about my record they lost it! They said I couldn’t even get their measly pension! And I was put into an insane asylum! I, who had saved my country, the world, from its greatest perils time after time! Locked up with the crazies! Ach, the shame of it all!”


Silver let him rave, and finally Kernel spoke to the Mad Fokker in a soft voice, the words of which Silver could not hear. He strode out, and Kernel replaced the tapes on Silver.


He could not see what was happening, but the events were reconstructed later. As with the AZ-10, the AZ-8 was landed behind a mountain. Pima Control had detected the triplane and the AZ-8’s change of course and notified the authorities. Helicopters had left the state police HQ and Luke Airfield, but by the time they arrived, the gang had dispersed. The zeppelin was drifting, its computer turned off, the passengers locked up, its crew tied up. At an elevation of one thousand feet, the Mad Fokker had disengaged his plane and flown into the storm sweeping southward. A few minutes later, the storm struck the airship. It also hit the choppers, which in any event could not have put men aboard the zeppelin.


The gas cells of the dirigible, punctured by the pirates, lost their helium rapidly. The AZ-8, at an altitude of five hundred feet, smashed into the side of a mountain.


Silver heard a rending of framework as the great rings and girders crumpled. And then he lost consciousness.
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The Acme investigators, the CIA, the FBI, the police, the reporters came and went. The pain stayed. After a while, the agony in the stump of his left leg erased off into something tolerable. But the agony of knowing that he was forever crippled would not go away. It haunted him even in his dreams: he was sitting on a sidewalk and holding out a hat for passersby to drop coins in while around the corner young women were laughing at him. And then he was arrested for begging without a license.


Lassie visited him three times. She cried a lot, but it was evident that the tears were caused by the prospect of marrying a one-legged man.


“Why did this have to happen to me?”


“I feel for you,” he said. “So I release you. We’re through, kaput. You only loved my body, Lassie. To you I was just a handsome face and a pair of great legs and the rest I won’t mention. Anyway, I was beginning to see how shallow you were. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but I would have eventually. So, get out and don’t come back!”


He was lying. He hadn’t seen at all that her psyche was as thin as the skin on a dirigible. He’d been too much in love.


“I’ll go because I think it’s best for you,” she said, blinking, the tears rapidly drying up, her makeup running. She looked like a sexy Raggedy Ann with about as much sawdust inside her but none of the compassion.


“Anyway, you have good medical insurance,” she said, “and the company will give you a good pension. You won’t have to work for a living.”


“And I’m still a human being, even if not a whole one,” he said.


“And I have a brain. That’s more than you ever had or will have.”


“Up yours,” Lassie said and stormed out.


Greatheart wasn’t depressed. Instead of becoming melancholic, he became angry. This, his doctor said, was a healthy reaction. Depression was anger turned in on oneself. It was far better to project it at others, especially if they deserved it, as Lassie did.


Greatheart said, “You’re a good doctor, Doc.”


When Silver found out that the good doctor was now dating Lassie, he didn’t change his mind about his qualifications as a physician. But he did think the doctor was a rotten human being.


“Love knows no ethics,” Doctor Rongwon said. “Eros shoots his arrows where he will, and we defenseless mortals have no shields.”


“You should have been a lawyer, Doc,” Great-heart said. “A shyster instead of a quack.”


“Always kidding,” Rongwon said. “A good sign. And here’s good news. Next week we start fitting you for your prosthetic leg.”


“The better to kick you with,” Greatheart said. The doctor, laughing, exited. Greatheart threw his ashtray and broke a picture. The nurse said that was a healthy reaction, too. “What about some healthy stimuli?” Greatheart said. The nurse, middle-aged but handsome, said, “You want me to play Jocasta to your Oedipus?”


“Everybody’s too educated nowadays,” Greatheart said. “No, I’m not looking for a mother image or incest. I just want some loving. Maybe I want to prove I’m still a man, too. Does that turn you off?”


“Ever since my husband died two years ago,” she said, “I’ve been propositioned by nothing but old creeps. And I’ve turned every one down. I don’t think you’re a creep, and I could stand a little loving myself.”


“It won’t be a little,” Greatheart said.


“I’ll see you about half-past midnight,” she said. “The night supervisor is my buddy and very simpático. We won’t be disturbed. But you might have to fight her off later. She has eyes for you.”


“The more the merrier,” Greatheart said, and the nurse exited laughing.


His happiness didn’t last long. Just after breakfast the following day, two police detectives entered his room. They didn’t take long to get to the point of their visit.


“Your apartment was ripped off last night.”


The burglary had been detected when the manager noticed that the door to Silver’s apartment was partly open. He had reported this to the police, along with the information that the Copley painting was missing, the photographs and the furniture had been slashed, and the birds had been released out the windows.


Greatheart groaned and said, “You better question Ms. Lassie Graves.”


Lassie, however, had a perfect alibi, if her friend wasn’t lying. Greatheart thought he was, but there was no way of proving it.


The final blow was the discovery that the insurance on the Copley had lapsed the day before its theft. He’d left it up to Lassie to make the payment, and she had not done it. On purpose, no doubt.


“What else can happen?” he said to himself.


He found out after lunch, when the president of the American branch of Acme visited him. Mr. Micawber exuded joviality, but the small eyes above the big nose were disconnected from the hearty speech and the florid gestures of good fellowship. Mr. Micawber was the son of the founder of Acme, an immigrant from Australia who had started business in a small way. Roadrunner traps were his specialty, but these never seemed to work, and he had gone bankrupt in a short time. Then he had gotten a loan (from a Mafia loanshark, it was rumored), and gone into other lines. When he died, he had left millions to his only heir. Mr. Micawber owned many industries and businesses, but the Acme Zeppelin Company was his pride, the nearest thing to his heart, aside from his daughter. It was he who insisted that the symbol of Acme be a stylized roadrunner. This was probably to illustrate the humble beginnings of his fortune. Every one of his zeppelins bore on its upper and lower vertical stabilizers a huge roadrunner.


Mr. Micawber—who never just walked—swept into the room. With him were his omnipresent bodyguards and his beautiful titian-haired secretary.


“Don’t rise, my boy,” Mr. Micawber said. “We don’t stand on ceremony.”


Greatheart thought his words were ill-chosen, but a mere employee did not reproach the great Micawber.


“How are you, son?”


Silver opened his mouth to reply, but Mr. Micawber swept on. “Terrible thing, terrible thing! Two hundred million dollars lost when the AZ-8 crashed! Fortunately, we have insurance, and anyway there’s no use crying over spilt milk.”


Greatheart couldn’t restrain himself. He said, “I wouldn’t say that a hundred people killed and fifty badly injured are exactly in the category of spilt milk.”


“They were insured,” Mr. Micawber said. “One has to take the historical perspective on such things, not to mention the financial and fiscal. All flesh is doomed to become grass, or its equivalent, and in the economy of nature, in its statistical function, what’s the difference if one dies now or later?


“Anyway, my boy, I’m not here to discuss philosophy—a time and place for everything and this isn’t the time or the place. Now, we’ve been reading the reports of the piracy, and what I’d like to know, son, is if the reports are true?”


“You have my statement,” Greatheart said. “I told the truth. What is this, anyway? What are you getting at?”


“It’s this, my boy. When you became an officer of Acme Zeppelin, when you took the oath at Friedrichshafen, you swore to defend your honor, the honor of the company, and to hold its interests close to your heart. Closer, we might add, than your own.”


“I don’t remember saying that,” Greatheart said. “And I memorized the oath; I can recite it to you letter-perfect now.”


“In effect, we mean!” Micawber cried. “In effect, my boy! The point is that we have been considering the foul piracy of the AZ-8 and what might have been done to thwart it. There is some excuse for the AZ-10 being taken so easily, though not much, we assure you! There was no excuse for the AZ-15’s ripoff, since, once warned, twice armed! Or is it forearmed? Anyway, the captain of the AZ-15 was discharged …”


“I thought he retired,” Greatheart said.


“That was for public consumption, my boy. PR, you know, the backbone of the business. No, son, he was discharged, but even so he was given his pension. The company has a heart, believe us. Besides, he would have sued if he hadn’t gotten it.


“But your case is different. You were the officer in charge when this regrettable business occurred, and so …”


“The captain is responsible, whether he’s in the bridge or not.”


“Don’t interrupt, son. The captain is dead, as you well know, and so you as captain ex tempore assume the responsibility. And a captain who permits his charge to be so easily pirated is no captain of mine, son.”


“I can’t believe this,” Greatheart said. “The captain died after the ship was taken. I was never in any sense the senior officer. Besides, what could I do?”


“You could have screened out the thugs posing as passengers and crew members. And if that failed, as it did, you could have resisted. Now, we are making no accusations … do you have that?” he said to the secretary, who was holding a tape recorder. She nodded, and Mr. Micawber said, “…no accusations. But there was undoubtedly complicity …”


“Get out, you phony bastard!” Greatheart shouted.


“A good officer never loses his temper,” Micawber said loftily. “In any event, you are no longer an employee of Acme Zeppelin. For one thing, and this should suffice, the loss of your leg disqualifies you as an airship officer. You know the rules. As for a desk job, we think not, son. Trust is everything—trust and loyalty—and while we make no official accusations, or, indeed, unofficial, trust is in doubt and loyalty seems to have been lacking. Besides, you have just insulted me, and that is reason enough for your instant dismissal.”


“You’re branding me a crook without the slightest evidence!” Greatheart said. “You’re crazy! And a crook, too!”


“You lack good judgment, as well as a leg,” Micawber said. “No one talks to Bendt Micawber like that, son. So, I bid you adieu. But don’t worry about your hospital bills or your prosthetic leg. The company honors its obligations.”


Micawber swept out; his employees walked out.
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“You haven’t got a leg to stand on,” the lawyer said. “Oops, sorry!”


“Then old B.M. is going to get away with this?”


“We’d have to take it all the way to the Supreme Court,” Seymour Sheester said. “And I doubt that it’d rule that Acme would have to hire you back. You do have a definite physical disability which might interfere with your ability to operate the ship and safeguard your passengers. As for Micawber’s accusations, you have no witnesses of your own to that. The old man is crazy, and he thinks everybody’s a crook because he’s one. But he functions one hundred percent; he’s crazy like a coyote. No, you don’t have a case. What’s worse, you can’t get on another airship line as an operations officer. They have the same rule about disabilities. Besides, though there’s no way to prove it, they will honor Micawber’s blackball. Good business, you know.”


“And all because I didn’t commit suicide by resisting that gang,” Greatheart said. “I hate that bunch of crooks, and I hate Lassie. But I hate Micawber even more.”


“Hate buys no cookies,” Sheester said cheerfully. He stood up, held out his hand, and said, “Sorry I can’t do anything for you. What do you intend to do, by the way?”


“Well, I can’t play football,” Greatheart said. He shook Sheester’s hand and then walked to the window. He stared out of it at a landscape as bleak as his future. Rocks and cactus and rattlesnakes.


After a while, he turned, slowly because it was only a week after his electronic leg had been fitted to the stump, and began walking slowly back and forth. At the tenth circuit, he stopped. A man was looking into a bird cage and a slip of paper. The cage held two huge ravens.


“Put it on the table,” Greatheart said, and he reached out for the receipt.


“You don’t seem surprised,” the attendant said.


Greatheart laughed and said, “No. My grandmother wrote me that she was sending them. She’s too old to come see me. She’s a hundred and one years old.”


The attendant said, “She lives on an Indian reservation?”


“Grandma is a full-blooded Sioux. I used to stay with her during the summer vacations when I was a kid. It was great fun. I played with the reservation kids, and they taught me to speak Sioux. Grandma taught me bird language.”


Seeing the attendant’s brows go up, Greatheart said, “Grandma was a sorceress, or anyway she claimed to be. She had a way with birds, and she said I had her gift. Her house was full of birds, and birds were always hanging around the place.”


He grinned and said, “No wonder she was called White Spots.”


“You’ll have to keep them in the cage,” the attendant said. “If you wasn’t in the rehabilitation ward, you wouldn’t be allowed to have them at all.”


Greatheart uttered some croaks, and the ravens, looking alert, croaked back.


“What’d they say?” the attendant said, grinning.


“Quote. To hell with the rules. Unquote.”


The attendant said, “I gotta go now.”


Greatheart opened the cage, and the big glossy black birds flew onto his shoulder and pecked softly at his ear.


“Let’s see,” he said quietly, “what’ll I call you? We don’t want to use your true names, buddies. No one’s going to get your number. How about Huggin and Muggin? After the two ravens that sat on the great god Odin’s shoulders?”


The birds croaked at him, and he said, “You like them, heh? O.K. Back into your cage. We’ll obey the rules until I get this leg working, and then we’re getting out, and we’re going to make some rules of our own.”


They croaked twice and flew back into the cage. Greatheart did not bother to close its door.


A month later, Greatheart Silver sat in the office of the manager of the Phoenix branch of Acme Security-Southwest. “Welcome aboard,” Mr. Spood said. “Here’s a toast to your career.” He and Silver lifted their glasses of fine Kentucky bourbon and poured the amber down the hatches. Mr. Spood was always toasting something or other. Perhaps this explained the lack of security in his own office. It had been easy for Silver to let himself in, bypassing the electronic alarm circuits, and to reprogram the data and communications computer. When Mr. Spood’s secretary had typed out an inquiry for validation of Silver’s references the next day, she had received full confirmation. The central clearing computer in New York had replied—or seemed to—that Greatheart Silver’s references were in order and that Mr. Micawber himself had taken the trouble to O.K. them.


“Tough luck about the leg and all that,” Mr. Spood had said. “But evidently old B.M. thinks highly of you. And what he thinks highly of, I approve most heartily. If I didn’t, I’d lose my job, haw, haw!”


Now he was saying, “Ordinarily we wouldn’t hire a handicapped person, but then what the hell, you aren’t really handicapped, are you? I saw what you can do with that electromechanical marvel of a leg. And those birds! Man, you’re going to be a gem! Who’d ever think of private-eyeing with trained birds? Nobody’d suspect that a raven was taking pictures of them and transmitting their conversation? Right?”


“Right,” Silver said.


“I’m putting you under the charge of Fenwick Phwombly. He’s an old guy, older than he says he is. That dyed hair and those contact lenses don’t fool me. But he’s an excellent operative, though you may find him to be a little eccentric. Anyway, here’s a toast to him and you and Acme Security-Southwest, sometimes referred to by employees in less happy moments as AS-S, haw, haw!”


“Here’s to justice,” Greatheart said.


Silver trained with Phwombly for two months before he was given the grade of Junior A-man. By then, Silver, who learned fast, had mastered more than the rudiments of investigation. Experience taught him much, but an hour listening to old Phwombly was worth ten years of practice.


Phwombly was very tall and somewhat stooped, which was to be expected of a man who had to be in his late eighties. He was half deaf but too proud to wear a hearing aid. His makeup almost concealed the wrinkles, and his huge curved nose had no broken veins, except in certain lights. His eyes behind their thick trifocal contact lenses burned as if he were only twenty years old. He was spry, too, except sometimes in the morning when his arthritis was “acting up.” And sometimes, when he forgot himself, his natural voice issued from his throat. This was dry and brittle, but when it slipped by him, he would say, “Time to wet the whistle,” and he’d pull a flask, a relic of the 1920s, out of his coat pocket.


If the flask happened to be empty, Greatheart remedied the lack. The hollow spaces in his leg were handy for carrying booze and salami sandwiches. They were handy for other things, too. But first things first.


“Greatheart, heh?” Phwombly said on being introduced. “An Indian name, no doubt, since your grandma is Sioux?”


“That’s what everybody thinks,” Silver said. “Truth is, it’s of British origin, and it was given to me by my father. He was a great reader, and his favorite book was John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. He named me after a character in it, Mr. Greatheart. He was the one who helped the wife and children of Christian after Christian had deserted them.”


“Yeah?” Phwombly said. “I missed John, though I read about his brother Paul when I was a kid. I didn’t have much time for reading after 1914. Been pretty busy since. You might not believe it, son, but I was a big shot, especially in the thirties and forties. Wealthy, too. I had a private gold mine in Central America. My Indian blood-brothers supplied me with gold so I could carry on my battle with the evil that lurks in the hearts of men. I operated outside the law because that was the only way to get things done, to ensure that true justice triumphed. I was a quick-change artist, too, the best. Oh, Doc Ravage and the Arachnid and the Phantom Dick and the Punisher were good, but compared to me they were burnblers. I musta done away with a thousand or so crooks, high and low, though I was more humane than the Arachnid. He musta slain his thousands. In fact, between me and Doc and those others, I’m surprised that there were any criminals left in New York City. But no matter how many went to jail or died, their number increased daily. It was like there was a crook factory operating day and night.”
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